In  Memoriam 

Professor  Ian  Borthwick  Cowan, 

M.A.,  Ph.D.,  F.R.Hist.S.,  F.S.A.Scot. 

With  the  death  on  22  December  1990  of  Professor  Ian  B.  Cowan 
at  the  age  of  fifty-eight,  Scottish  Historical  Studies  lost  a well-loved 
and  widely-admired  scholar,  and  the  Scottish  Church  History 
Society  was  deprived  of  a distinguished  authority  on  ecclesiastical 
history. 

A Borderer,  born  at  Dumfries  on  16  April  1932  and  imbued 
with  a tenacious  sense  of  Scottish  identity,  Ian  Cowan  was 
educated  at  Dumfries  Academy  and  Edinburgh  University  where, 
as  a final-year  student  in  History  under  the  watchful  eye  of  Dr 
Gordon  Donaldson,  he  began  his  study  of  the  organisation  of  the 
medieval  church  in  Scotland,  a subject  which  was  to  hold  his 
attention  for  the  next  forty  years.  If  the  foundations  were  firmly 
laid  at  Edinburgh  where  under  Dr  Donaldson’s  supervision  he 
produced  a Ph.D.  thesis  on  the  vicarages  of  the  medieval  church, 
it  was  later  at  Glasgow  University  that  Ian  Cowan’s  devotion  to 
church  history  found  fruition  in  numerous  books  and  papers,  and 
indispensable  works  of  reference:  his  Parishes  of  Medieval  Scotland 
(1967),  his  revision  and  enlargement  of  Dr  Easson’s  Medieval 
Religious  Houses  (1976),  his  editorial  work  on  Calendars  of  Scottish 
Supplications  to  Rome  and  his  contribution  to  The  Knights  of  St 
John  of  Jerusalem  in  Scotland  (1983).  His  crowning  achievement 
was  his  work  each  September  for  two  decades  in  the  Vatican 
archives  where  he  and  a team  of  helpers,  following  the  pioneering 
investigations  of  Dr  Annie  Dunlop,  undertook  a systematic  search 
in  some  3,000  volumes  for  Scottish  petitions  to  the  papacy,  and 
thereby  built  up  on  microfilm  at  Glasgow,  under  the  auspices  of 
University’s  Ross  Fund,  an  outstandingly  rich  archive  which 
illuminates  our  understanding  of  medieval  Scotland’s  links  with 
Rome. 

Recognition  of  his  record  scholarship  led  to  an  appointment  to 
the  Irish  Manuscripts  Advisory  Committee  on  Papal  Records,  to 
membership  of  the  Faculty  of  Archaeology,  History  and  Letters  of 
the  British  School  at  Rome,  and  latterly  to  the  Ancient  Monuments 
Board  for  Scotland  and  to  the  Historical  Manuscripts  Commission. 
Just  before  his  death,  he  learned  of  his  nomination  as  a Fellow  of 
the  Royal  Society  of  Edinburgh. 

Greatly  in  demand  as  a lecturer  at  home  and  abroad — in  the 
United  States,  Canada,  Australia  and  New  Zealand  (where  he 
delivered  the  Burns  lectures  in  church  history  a few  months  before 


his  death) — Ian  Cowan  served  his  apprenticeship  (after  a spell  as 
Education  Officer  in  the  R.A.F.  from  1954-56)  first  as  an  assistant 
in  Scottish  history  at  Edinburgh  from  1956  to  1959,  then  as  lecturer 
at  Newbattle  Abbey  College  till  1962  and  thereafter  at  Glasgow 
University  where  he  was  promoted  Reader  in  Scottish  history  in 
1977  and  gained  a personal  Chair  in  1983.  His  popularity  in  the 
university  lecture  room  was  surely  matched  by  the  enthusiasm 
which  greeted  his  extra-mural  lectures  which  often  took  him  to 
remote,  inaccessible  places  which  (to  a lecturer  who  eschewed  the 
convenience  which  others  attach  to  driving  a car)  sometimes  meant 
sacrifice  and  endurance  in  the  line  of  duty.  But  Ian  Cowan  (whose 
recreation  he  appropriately  described  as  “travel”)  was  no  absentee 
professor.  Ever  ready  to  shoulder  an  additional  teaching  load,  he 
was  generous  in  his  time  with  students,  whether  in  dissecting  a weak 
essay  or  in  diagnosing  a remedy  for  a defective  examination  script. 
Students  welcomed  his  approachability  and  good  humour;  anger  or 
bad  temper  never  surfaced. 

Active  in  Senate  and  Court,  Ian  Cowan  also  gave  the  benefit  of 
his  expertise  to  numerous  learned  societies:  he  served  as  President 
of  the  Scottish  Church  History  Society  from  1971  to  1974,  was 
elected  a Vice-President  of  the  Historical  Association  in  1982,  was 
an  editor  of  the  Scottish  Historical  Review,  1983-88,  served  on  the 
Council  of  the  Scottish  Record  Society  and,  for  twenty-five  years, 
was  Treasurer  of  the  Scottish  History  Society. 

His  writings,  too,  showed  a remarkable  diversity  of  interest, 
from  a paper  on  the  post-Columban  church  to  a study  of  Mary, 
Queen  of  Scots,  and  two  full-length  books:  The  Scottish 
Covenanters  in  1976  and  The  Scottish  Reformation,  an  ever- 
fascinating  subject,  in  1982.  Even  in  his  last  days,  as  he  watched 
his  grand-daughter  Isabella  take  her  first  tentative  steps,  Ian 
surrounded  himself  with  assorted  papers,  testimony  to  tasks  in 
hand,  and  remained  ever  mindful  of  the  letters  he  owed  students 
and  friends.  This  was  wholly  characteristic  of  his  indefatigable 
efforts — almost  of  his  missionary  endeavours — throughout  his  life 
to  inculcate  an  affection  and  enthusiasm  for  Scottish  history  in 
those  he  met.  We  salute  his  many  achievements  and  mourn  the  loss 
of  a friend  who  had  no  enemies  and  who  in  our  memory  remains 
ever  jovial  and  purposeful.  The  Society  extends  its  sympathy  to 
Anna  and  to  Gillian,  Susan-Jane  and  Ingrid. 


J.  K. 


